Abstract: The article offers a brief discussion of tree and cave representations in Greek art, tracing a tendency of these two landscape motifs to overlap or appear in conflated form.
The one odd feature in this otherwise unremarkable relief is the tree, "a bare, stocky tree with severely cut back branches." 1 Rising stiffly behind Pan, the massive trunk of this plant curves over the god's head framing his figure under a semi arch. Carved in right profile, the Goat God fits snugly in the vertical space thus created like a statue in a niche. 2 There is an unusual lack of natural movement in the resulting composition, as the tree has a lifeless quality which would be more appropriate to an inanimate object than a live plant.
What appears to be at work here is the conflation of two different landscape motifs. Even more so than trees, caves belong to the traditional iconography of Pan and the Nymphs. 3 Overlapping with the shape of the tree, in our relief, is the shape of a profiled cave, of the semi arched type often seen in vase painting scenes of the Archaic and Early Classical periods. 4 In relief sculpture, this cave type makes occasional appearances well into Roman and Imperial times; an illustrative example is that of the cave of Cerberus in a votive relief from Naples of the second century C.E. 5 The associative process which lead to the fusion of these two pictorial ele ments is not difficult to reconstruct. Trees and caves are intimately related features of the Greek religious landscape, often found in close spacial proximity.
Rarely do we hear of a sacred cave without a tree or trees standing nearby. 6 So close is this connection between tree and cave that even when they occur separately, one may evoke the image of the other in the viewer's mind. Pausanias describes a tree in Messenia, hollow inside, from which flowed a fresh water spring. To convey an idea of what the plant looked like, the geographer compares it with the natural object that he is most reminded of-a cave: 7 Πλατανιστ{νος δ‚ Ô πηγ ‡ στoδια †‚ν ε¦κοσ‰ν ˜στιν iπωτ•ρω τ‹ς £δοŸ, ´ε¢ δ‚ ˜κ πλατoνου τ… Ûδωρ πλατε‰ας καŠ τ• ˜ντ…ς κο‰ληςÎ κατ• σπnλαιον †oλιστo που †ικρ…ν τ… εòρuς ˜στι τοŸ δ•νδρου, καŠ τ… Ûδωρ αyτuθεν ˜ς Κορ¡νην τ… πuτι †ον κoτεισι.
Twenty stades off the road is the fountain of Plataniston, the water of which flows out of a broad plane tree, which is hollow inside. The breadth of the tree gives the impression of a small cave; from it the drinking water flows to Corone. conflate is accentuated by the restrictions of the medium. 9 A striking example is that of a calyx krater at the Staatliche Museum of Berlin, n. 3237. 10 In this vase the painter has compiled different scenes from the myth of Antiope-the capture of Lycus at the hands of Antiope's sons and the agony of Dirce dragged by the bull-arranging them against the background of a cave. The cave, presumably the one used by Antiope to conceal Amphion and Zetus, is shown as an arched opening seen from the front. Here we find again the amalgamation of plant and rock observed in Athens NM 1382, except in a reversed order: instead of a tree turned into lifeless stone, we see the rocky mass of the cave transformed into a live plant that folds over the central scene with a lithe, sinuous movement. 11 More similar to our relief, for the use of profile view and the arrangement of compositional elements, is a lekythos at the Metropolitan Museum in New York, 56.171.58, showing Philoctetes in the act of inspecting his wound. 12 In accordance with iconographical convention, the hero is represented seated on a rock, the wounded leg resting on a tree stump. To the left of the composition another tree rises behind the figure, curving over it with one of its branches. Although this plant retains all the vegetal suppleness that is absent in the tree of the Athenian relief, there can be no doubt that its semi arched form is intended to suggest a profiled cave. Just as the boulder where Philoctetes sits is symbolic of the island of Lemnos, the tree that folds over the hero in a broad half arch is an allusion to the cave where he spent his exile.
One could argue that at the heart of this iconographical peculiarity is neither a tree nor a cave, but the arched shape which is common to both. The curved shape came to be considered such a defining feature of cave shrines that, when it did not occur naturally, it was sometimes supplied by architectural means; such is the case, for example, of the celebrated school of Aristotle near Mieza, or the recently excavated site of Krounia in Southeast Thessaly, both showing artificially rounded cave openings. 13 Returning to our relief. The evidence considered above supports the initial suggestion that the lack of movement in the landscape of NM 1382 stems from the overlapping of two different pictorial motifs, the tree and the cave. A tendency-sometimes subtle, sometimes explicit-to blur the semantic bounda ries that separate these two landscape elements can be traced across a wide range of literary and artistic examples, showing that tree and cave lend themselves to a form of metonymic exchange. This could be explained by the physical contiguity that tree and cave often share in the natural world (especially in the semi controlled environment of Nymph and Pan shrines, where caves are frequently planted with trees) as well by some archetypic forms common to both, such as the arch and semiarch. Awareness of this pattern could prove useful in interpreting Greek landscape iconography. If nothing else, it also serves as a reminder that visual materials can be used as pliably as verbal ones for the communication of subtle meanings. 14 Robert S. WAGMAN Department of Classics and Center for Greek Studies University of Florida, GAINESVILLE, U.S. E7mail: rsw@ufl.edu
